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The conference on evangelism held in Geneva, Switzerland, from February 
llth to 19th, 1947, was convened by the Department of Reconstruction and Inter- 
church Aid of the World Council of Churches. The delegates came from fourteen 
different nations, and renresented the Anglican, Lutheran, Reformed, and Free 
Churches. Nine days were devoted to an intensive study of evangelism, with the 
result that nioneer work was done in this field on an ecumenical basis which will 
bear fruit in the years that are ahead, 


The group was much in prayer. On Sunday afternoon, February 16th, a retreat 
was held by the group fortwo and one-half hours in the St. Leser Church, wach 
morning and afternoon period was opened with devotions. The closing service of 
consecration was conducted by one of the co-chairmen, or. Jones, the Provost of 
Leicester, ‘ie were united in a genuine fellowship of evangelism, 


Dr, J. Hutchison Cockburn, the Director of the Departnent of Reconstruction 
and Inter-Church Aid, »oresided at meetings when he cculd be ~resent. The conference 
was administered quite largely by the steering committee of which Dr. Jones was the 
chairnan, "lenary sessions were rresided over by Dr. Cockburn, or, when he was un- 
able to be rresent, by one of the two co-chairmen, Dr. Jones or Dr. Homrighausen. 
Intensive study of the several asrects of the subject of evangelism was aone by 
the followings co missions: 


1. The Spiritual Status of the Church 

« Newer Methods and Special Types of ivangelism 

e iInter-Church ivanzelistic &fforts in livangeiism; 
Evangelism and the Ecumenical Approach; riow Can the 
World Council Make Its Best Contribution in the 
Interest of Evangelism? 

4, Evangelism in the Current Program of the Church 

5. Evangelism Among Youth 

6. The Press, Radio, and Cinema in Evangelism. 


Bach one of these commissions drafted reports which were ado-ted after long 
and serious discussion, These renorts will soon be made available to the members 
of the conference and to all those who wish te have them It was the privilege of 
this rerresentative to be chairman of commission 3, and also to serve on commission 
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Except for the fine representation of laymen present, the delegates were 
pastors, or men who at some time had been pastors. The conference was attended by 
several nembers of the Heconstruction Derartment, as well as by staff memcers of the 
World Council, One day several students from Bossey attended the conference. 

Dr. Visser 't Hooft addressed the conference twice and entered into the discussions 
on several occasions. Dr, Wickstrom, of the ieconstruction Denrart.uent, acted as the 
Secretary of the Conference, and took care of all arrangements. It is impossible 

to say enough about his tireless efforts to make us confortable, and to see to it 
that the conference functioned smoothly. 


The purnose of the conference was stated by Dr. Cockburn. The meeting, he 
said, was only a vrelininary exploration of the nlace and function of evancelism in 
the fork of reconstruction andrelief, The conference had its origin in the present 
state of the world, which is marked by aistressed churches, uprooted people, militant 
opposition to Ghyletianity, and an unnaralleled oprortunity for evangelism. 


~ 
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It is providential that at such a time the World Council of Churches 
exists. Its task is to proclaim the necessity of evangelism, nrovide the means to 
evangelize, show the methods of evangelism, and encourage a united approach to the 
nroblems which face all churches. The onnosition of the enemies of Christ must be 
met by a "co-ordinated army." 


The conference was made aware of the fact that more than material recon- 
struction andrelief are needed in surove and elsewhere. «ae are living in a post- 
church, if not a post-Christian era; Christianity has become a minority religion 
in our times, And even in those lands where the church is established, and where 
neople are born into the church, there is great concern about the indifference and 
ignorance of the masses regarding the Christian message. we confront a de-Chris- 
tianized society. This condition is the nroduct of the eighteenth century attitude 
which nlaced man at the center of attention, thus displacing the relation of man 
to God as the issue of central innortance. Our political, economic, and scientifie 
ideologies are the inevitable consequence of such humanism. Now that they have 
broken down, man is filled with despair and fear, and his thinking is nihilistie. 
Even in Britain and America this scientific and technical mentality has produced 
an ominous fear and a sense of futility about life, 


Nor are the churches blameless in this situation, They did not proclaim 
and exnress the fullness of the Gospel of Jesus Christ which offers a total salva~ 
tion; they nartook of the secularism of the recent vast and either were blind to 
the real situation, or they refused to lose themselves for Christ's sake that they 
might be saved to save others. Now their houses are also left desolate. It is 
only in repentance toward God for their apostacy, in prayer for the renewal of their 
faith, and in a love for all mankind that they can be saved and be a blessing to the 
world which is looking for a sure word of God, 





In the light of this background, it was felt that evangelism must be taken 
inte serious consideration in the work of the World Council. For the above-mentioned 
reasons, a group of re~»resentatives from the various churches were brought together 
to discuss the relation of evangelism to the Council and its work, with a view to 
formulating some plan of action. Dr. Visser 't Hooft called our attention to the 
fact that the waves of evangelism in the past had always produced a new interest in 
Christian unity. The World Council was largely the result of the ecumenical and 
evangelistic nature of the Gospel at work in the churches. ore and more, evangelism 
has moved away from the individua’istic anproach to one that has rediscovered the 
Christian community. The churches are drawing closer together in their consciousness 
of the task of evangelizing a de-Christianized world. 


It is not the task of the World Council to promote a particular theology, 
but the Council cannot escare the indubitable implications of the Biblical witness 
of the Christian faith which is based upon the divine initiative, 


In the lisht of these considerations regarding relief and reconstruction, 
the present status of the Church and the world, and the compulsion of the Gospel 
message of the Churches, we undertook to study the work of evangelism in our time 
in the various churches and situations in which we found ourselves. 


There were renorts rresented by the various delegates regarding the vresent 
situation in the churches, Everywhere, it seemed, the Spirit is mightily at work 
arousing the churches to renew their snirituality, and leading them to venture in 
new ways to vroclaim the Gospel effectively to individuals, groups and nations, 

A careful consideration was made of the relation of the Gosnel to Communism, and 
thew ays by which Communists may nossibly be reached. Prevailing ideologies, 
esnecially those of scientific naturalism and humanism which are dominant in Britain 
and America, were also given consideration, 


et 


‘ A large place was devoted to the place of evangelism in the current program 
of the local Church. It was suggested that preaching take on a more urgent tone, 
and that it be decisive in aim. The sermon needs to be addressed to the crucial 
issues which men confront today, so that the word of God may become a living reality 
to the hearers. It was also said that nrreaching must be done in love, that is with 
a spirit of identity on the part of the preacher with his hearers in judgment as well 
as in mercy. “rayers, hymns, the snirit of worship, pastoral counselling, and 
other asrects of the church's life were examined with a view to making them more 
effective witnesses to the Gosnel. The minister also needs to get out of his 
official attitude and reveal himself as a man among men without compromising his 
integrity. 411 too much Christianity is immured within walls of officialism and 
institutionalism, with the inevitable result that it becomes isolzted from life, 
As one pastor from Sweden expressed it, the Church must get beyond its own frontiers. 


Much attention was given to the place of the layman in evangelism. It was 
agreed that the apostolate of the laity must be restored. But, before that can be 
done, laymen must be recognized as nart of the church; they must also be helped to 
witness not only by word but in their resnective vocations to the Gospel of God's 
grace and power. More and more, European churches are seeking to train laymen for 
the purpose of bringing the Christian faith back into the common life. Great 
interest was manifested in lay evangelism, and it was felt that one of the tasks of 
a commission on evangelism of the World Council miv~ht well be to help churches 
train laymen for the task of evangelism, 


Further, it was felt that large Churches are not conducive to the snirit 
of fellowship. In some sections of the Christian Church, pastors are conducting 
informal Bible study in family groups. It is surprising to see how the desire to 
restore the Koinonia, or the sinole community life of the early church, is evident 
everywhere, ‘uch time was spent in talking about the so-called "new life" movements 
now on foot in various parts of the church, It was felt that there is great need 
for the small group in evangelistic work, for the renewing of the churcn as well as 
for the sake of demonstrating in action the kind of fellowship which Christ produces. 


As for metnods of evangelism, it was indicated that the Bible does not deal 
syecifically with methods, The Word must always have free course inaccordance with 
its nature, the circumstance and the need of the versons approached. There must be 
a reliance upon the Holy Spirit in every case, but this must not allow us to become 
careless in the use of means. Prayer, too, is essential in the use of methods. It 
was stated that sore instruction in seminaries must deal with the nature as well as 
the methods of evangelism. Indirect methods, such as clubs for boys and girls, 
social service work, community service, and the like are essential in reaching those 
"outside" the churches. An intelligent use of the wvress, radio, and cinema is also 
of great value, Then there are direct methods of approaching persons, especially 
through preaching, the versonai visitation of the laity, books, tracts, classes of 
various kinds, forums, and the like, which may ce used. Preaching missions, Religion 
in Life weeks, Commando Raids, the use of theatres (such as is being done in Scotland 
where the church has purchased a theatre and conducts cinema shows), are made aware 
of their resronsibility in this matter, and that they be trained for evangelistic 
work, All methods, however, involve personality. Old methods are not to be dis- 
carded there they prove fruitful. In some places musical concerts were used for 
evangelistic purposes, as were laymens' luncheon and breakfasts, religious dramas, 
and public addresses, 


One period was given over to the discussion of srecial types of evangelism, 
such as the radio, the film, and the press, iuch more needs to be done through the 
film than is now being done, both in the production of religious films and in in- 
fluencing commercial films. The Church also needs a better nress service. In some 
countries, churches have access to the radio, whereas in other countries, where 
Protestantism is a minority movement, the radio is practically closed to evangelical 
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groups. ven in those countries where ther adio is available, it was thought that 
a more evangelistic message ourht to be broadcast, Serious consideration was given 
to the idea of vrojecting a radio station in Geneva which would broadcast various 
insvirational and educational vcrograms in different languages to i#urope and the 
world, This suggestion was made in all seriousness and it will no doubt be followed 
uv. Renorts were heard from the various delegates regarding prison evangelism, evan- 
gelism among vrostitutes, in social institutions, in prisoner-of-war camps, in camps 
for displaced persons, and even in the Russian zone of occuvation in Berlin. 


Renorts were also given regarding Jewish evangelism, university and student 
evanpelism, rural evangelism, child evangelism, industrial evan,elism (largely 
through chaplains), and evangelism among young sduilts. 


Vigorous discussion took place over thereport on the evangelism of youth. 


The report granted that the great mass of young neople are today outside the churches, 
They lack the false optimism of 1919. They are the children of the frustrated ideal 
ism of the inter-war years, and of the violence, suffering, and immorality of war- 
time, The majority of them find life neaningless, solitary, and without compelling 
curpose. The message to these youths can be nothing less than the whole Gospel, To 
some, the apvroach has to be made through the social predicament of our times; to 
others, the annroach has to be made through the nersonal need for inner peace. In 
any case, Christ makes life meaningful; He gives companionshin; Christ offers a 
purpose for the whole of life, 


But our evangelism of youth must set the Gosnel in terms they understand. 
The main agents of youth evangelism must be youth themselves. The churches must 
give youth a more constant nurture which is not broken un so much by age-groupings. 
The churches ought to have more fellowship grouns through which outside youth can 
find entrance into Christian fellowshin., The desire of youth to express their faith 
must be given concrete exoression in terms of service, especially in their vocations, 
and. in the resvonsibilities of marriage and home~making, Youth, too, are attracted 
by inter-Church apreals which transcend national and political divergencies, How- 
ever, we must not overlook the porimary importance of the home in the evangelization 
of youth, 


The conference worked at two other issues which are of supreme concern in 
the discussion of evangelism today, namely, a definition of evangelism, and the 
ecumenical nature of evangelism. The delegates were unanimous in their agreement 
on both statements. The definition of evangelism adopted was that of the Federal 
Council of the Churches of Christ in America, with slight amendments. It was in- 
troduced by a preamble, and followed by two clarifying paragravhs. We quote the 
original statement: 


"The basis of Evangelism is the outgoing and redeeming Love of God, made 
known and made effective in Jesus Christ, 


Evangelism is the presentation and proclamation of the good news of God in 
Jesus Christ so that men are brought, through the power of the Holy Spirit, 
to put their trust in God; to accept Jesus Christ as their Saviour from the 
euilt and nower of sin; and to follow and serve Himas the Lord of the world, 
within the fellowship of the Church, in the vocations of the common life. 


We are convinced that the rresent situation in ELurone and in the world con- 
stitutes an urgent call to the Church and to its members to realize that every 
one who has been called by the living Christ is sent to be a joyful witness to 
God's love and grace and to proclaim the good news of Christ's lordship and 
salvation to his neighbour, that is to all with whom he is brought into rela- 
tionshin by the circumstances of daily life, 
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Evangelism must vroceed from the church and must gather into the fellowship 

of the church those who are evangelized. It is the work of the whole Church, 
but at the present time there is urgent need to recognize and to develop the 
Special gifts of those to whom God has given the call to be evangelists as 
their varticular vocation within the Church, Wwe should pray for the awakening 
of these snecial gifts, as well as for the awakening of the whole Church by 
the Spirit to its evangelistic resvonsibilities," 


As for the ecumenical nature of the Gospel, tiereport stated that the 
Gospel was ecumenical by its very nature. The nreaching of the Gospel, however, 
must always be related to the existing Churches, for only in the existing Churches 
is the Una Sancta to be found. We recognized our differences in traditions, con- 
fessional standards, and ecclesiastical nractices, But we also feei that these 
differences must not rrevent us from nroclaiming the central evangelistic message of 
the Christian faith which is Jesus Christ. Wwe are filled with godly sorrow for our 
divisions, but with gratitude for what Cod is doing in and throuch the Churches, 
Evangelism in the ecumenical spirit will be carried on only in the spirit of repent~ 
ance and gratitude, Inter-—church efforts in evangelism are necded today today to 
demonstrate the new unity in diversity which Jesus Christ gives to men. Such 
ecumenical evangelistic efforts, however, must bring converts into membershiv with 
one of the churches. Such efforts must not conceal our differences, or compromise 
the witness of those who seriously hold certain concentions of the Christian faith. 





The conference also asked that a place be made for a Comission of Evangelism 
in the World Council of Churches, The administrative setup of such a Commission is 
left to the Council to work out. This Commission will not impose a theology on the 
churches, but it will help them to center their message in the Biblical witness, 
which is focused in Jesus Christ. The world Council is already an expression of the 
evangelistic nature of Christianity. Everything the Council does is evangelistic in 
nature and thrust, Yet, a snecial place ougnt to be given to evangelism, because 
it is wrimary in the Biblical witness and in the life and work of the Church. With- 
out evangelism the Churches wither and decline, In the pursuit of it the Churches 
will not only become CHURCH, but they will exnerience a new sense of unity. 


The functions of such a Comaission will be the coordination of the evangel- 
istic efforts of the World Council, the calling and financing of further conferences 
such as the one recently held so that nastors and laymen in various sections of 
Christendom may meet, the sharing of evanzelistic programs and plans on the part of 
the churches, the orovision of inter-church teams where they might be desired by 
the churches, the distribution and nublication of suitable evangelistic literature, 
the training of the laymen of the churches to do evangelistic work, the recruiting 
and training of evangelistic leaders for s-ecial tynes of work, and the study of 
effective ways by which neovle may be evangelized, This Commission would also keep 
before the churches the ecumenical and evangelistic nature of the Gospel, and help 
the churches to rediscover the rich fullness of the Biblical message of our his- 
toric faith. It would also study the ways and means by which the world Council could 
become an instrument for the churches in making the Christian message known interna- 
tionally. 


To be sure, the conference confronted many difficult problems, We were 
conscious of the weakness of our witness because of the divisions within Christian- 
ity. However, there is a unity within the churches which is not of our inaking, a 
unity which is real. It centers in Jesus Christ, Uur witness, as it has been ex- 
nressed above, must vartake of renentance for our divisions and of gratitude for 
what God is able to do through the churches, 


We also faced the nroblem of reaching this generation through the social as 
well as the individual approach, Our evangelism today cannot be either one or the 
other; it must be both, Those who pursue an individual evangelism need to under- 
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stand that Jesus Christ has a body, the Chureh, and that He is theSon of Man, and, 
as such, Universal Man. To be "in Christ" is to be in the church, and in humanity. 
Those who are social evangelists need to see that unless the individual is reached, 
evangelism is not complete. 


The meaning of decision was another point demanding extensive discussions 
The ramifications of decision are tremendous, and the Churches ought to pursue an 
evanrelism which takes into more serious consideration the profound nature of de- 
cision for Jesus Christ. The conference also faced the necessity of taking the 
Gospel to the people, especially through the laity. Further, the problem of re- 
ligious vocabulary needs careful study in a day wnen few people understand the 
religious terminology of the churches. Infant baptism, wherever it is practiced, 
needs to be clearly understood, and the nurture of children involved in its practice 
needs to be carefully fulfilled. All of our church institutions need to be re- 
thought and made means, and not only ends, in the dissemination of the Gospel, 
Churches which are minority grouns in environments vredominately Roman Catholic, or 
secular, need the help of the World Council, and of the whole Church, to make an 
impact upon those outside these churches, The great state churches face prcblems 
neculiar to themselves; they are aroused by the pagan conditions in which they live 
and work, and sense the absolute necessity of evangelism both for those inside and 
those outside the churches, 


While the conference was but a preliminary meeting for what is to come in 
the way of development of evangelistic concern in the World Council, many of us 
felt that it went quite beyond expectations. This was due to the fact that the 
Spirit seemed to lead us gently, vet unmistakably, into a great concern for this 
evangelistic work, In spite of the fact that we came from differing traditions 
and backgrounds and church practices, we were deeply united in spirit, mind, and 
resolution, Evangelism will be done in different ways in the different churches 
and their environments, And there is no one way to do this work, We learned 
greatly from each other, and found that what we were trying to do is also being 
attempted elsewhere, 


I, for one, left the conference with a deep conviction that our unity was 
in Jesus Christ, and that the Spirit is at work mightily in all the churches, [I 
am also convinced that as we fulfill the great task of preaching and presenting 
the Word of God in the power of the Spirit and in the love of Christ, we shall 
share in the redemptive work of God, and find that unity and joy which comes only 
through obedience to the Head of the Church, which is Jesus Christ our Lord and 
Saviour. 


